Memo to: Weclex Comwsilies February 22, 1850
From: H. H. Hovowitz

Subjeci: Back-contaminetion and the gomls of space biclogy.

The Tollowing paragraphs, reprosenting zy views on the above sublect,
are baged on & recent wvchenge of letbters with Josh lLederberg. Your
resctions to these proposals would e helpful bto Josh in connecction with

coming SSE meetings. Pleose send apy commenis to Josh, with 2 copy o me.

At the last Westex mecting, concern %es eXpresssd over the possibility
that returning spacecraft mighit contoininate the earth with dangerous micro-
orgenisms of extra-terrestrial origin. This vieupoial is incorporaiad in the
drait verplion of the excellent psper présented at Jice by Iederverg, & copy
of which you have received. I heppen o disagree with this vieupoint. To
my mind, 1t is btoth uceless and harmful 0 recosmend a policy of cmbargo on
retumning spaccecraft. It is useless because the danger 1s negliglble and
because, In any case, the embargo policy is not the corvrect way to deal vith
vhatever hazard way exist. It is haralul becavse this policy would defeat
vhat should be the primsry goal of space biology: uo ebtain samples of the
lunar and plenetary surfaces {uncontsminated by earth cmam*ms) for cxaminie
tion in terresitriel laboratories at the carliest po pos.:.ib?e momend.

The belief that backecontomination of the earth represents a real danger
rests on thrée improboble essumpiions: (a) thet microorganicms will be found
on the planets, (b) that ther are dsngercus to wen, and (c) that we woeuld be
unable to cope with then il the,,r egeaped, The i oﬁuct of these threec terms
1z, in wmy opiniocn, so muich smaller than anythlag else we have to considere.
in particular, the danger of ovyr conmtaminating the plenets.-that it should
not ve permitied to influcnce declsions regarding the timing of return
flights. As @y colleague A, T, Sturtevant put it recently in a conversation,
it would make meore semse 40 dzclore an erbarzo on materiel from the Antaretic.

Bven granting the rerote possibility of a hazard; is on cmbargd policy
the correct way to ds=al withk 1£t7 I thick it is not. It is ezceedingly doubte
Pul that we would be able %o recognize and evaluzte--led aloue learn how 0
cope with--whatever haymful orzenisms moy exist on the planets vithout asctuzlly
kaving them in our hands. ZEven under the best of conditions, telemetered
infornation from space probes will not ensver all of our gquestions or rewove
81l cur doubta. We should recognize the fazct that definitive informetion on
the biological composition of the lumar ard planedary surfaces will come only
from laboratory studies of soil ssmples brought back from these bodies. If
ve insist on pursuing an embargo policy until we are certaim there is no risk,
then we shall never know whether there is a risk or not.
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Against the slight hozerd, one st weigh the potentisl henefiis 40 none
kind of unhzmpered treffic with the plencis. The present sivusilion 2on be
likened to that which obizined in Turope In the decade befove Colurdbus set
forth on his voyoge of discovery. I mep had known then thalt Columbus would
bzring bock with bhim 2 diseose~-gyphilis-~that wos to plogue Burope for eencuries,
they might bove provented him from evey leaving Spoin. Suppose, however, that
they bad known 2130 of the benefits that were to flow from the discovexy of
the Mew World. Con there be any doubt what their devision would hove Bbeen then?

For the 2bove zeasons, it would be inadvisable, in my oplpion, to sdoph
a position-«@.%., &1 epbargo on returning spacecralft--which might prejudice
the development of the nccassoxy btechuology for retuyn flights. Algo to he
considexred is the probebly delelerious effect ¢n public opinicn of cn exceosively
cantioue policy. (By thic I mwean that the yublic may be frightencd out of any
intevest in space explorvatlions). Rather, we should recognize thet vwe will not -
cbtain the kind of scientific information we vant gbout the chemical gnd
bioclogical nature of the planctayy and lunar ourfaces 1T wo are nob permitted
to bring back soll z2ad dust samples. In my opinion, the procuresent of svch
samples should be the primary gosl of exobiclogicel rescarch. It should be
understood that the biclogieml exploration of the pianels by instzunenied
peyloeds is not & substitute for this privoary cbjective, but is only o
temporary measure for obicining soze scientific imloxmation duving the peried
before vreturn flighis arc fetsible. :



